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Jogging alongside or Bumping off? Fiction and Oral History in Dialogue 
 
Introduction 
This paper emerges from my practice-led PhD thesis investigating the ways fiction writers 
can enter a dialogue with the project of oral history in Australia. In this paper, I survey the 
current literature in order to identify the status of fiction within the practice of oral history in 
Australia. I argue that oral historians and fiction writers are, among other things, both 
concerned with understanding subjectivity. I consider how one of the specific qualities of 
fiction, that of character, can provide a space to explore subjectivity, and rely on my own 
writing practice in order to demonstrate how oral history theory can enrich fictive writings. 
This paper, while positioned in the field of oral history, exists within a wider debate around 
how the past can legitimately be represented; I argue oral historians and fiction writers can 
enter a dialogue around shared concerns.   
 
Fiction and history 
For some time, fiction’s capacity to legitimately represent the past has been contested. Inga 
Clendinnen articulates this debate in her essay, ‘The History Question: Who owns the Past?’1 
Here, Clendinnen proposes that historical fiction writers, in particular Kate Grenville, 
challenge historians’ role as custodians of the past.2 Clendinnen states: 
Novelists writing on historical topics and historians writing history used to jog along 
their adjacent paths reasonably companionably. More recently...novelists have been 
doing their best to bump historians off the track.3  
Clendinnen believes that Kate Grenville’s The Secret River is a ‘serious attempt to do history, 
but value-added history: history given life and flesh by the novelists’ imagination.’4 
However, Clendinnen doubts fiction writers’ capacity to authentically empathise with, or 
represent, historical figures. She claims that, misled by their confidence in their imagination, 
fiction writers often ‘project back on their carefully constructed material setting cotemporary 
assumptions and obsessions.’5  
 
In response to Clendinnen’s assertions, Kate Grenville denies she ever intended to write 
history; Clendinnen’s claim is based on quotes taken out of context.6 Grenville states that she 
never thought fiction was superior to history, or that her novel was superior to the work of 




Like Grenville, I am producing writing ‘solidly based’ on historical sources, specifically oral 
history interviews. I rely on oral history methodology to guide the ethical considerations 
underpinning the design of the project9, and to conduct the interviews, and, before writing, I 
listen to the audios and read the transcripts many times, paying attention to distinct vocal 
strategies, vocabulary, syntax and speech habits. I turn to oral history theory to understand 
the act of storytelling, a process I have documented in a previous article.10 However, I do 
engage in imaginative acts to re-present the oral histories; I describe my work as ‘fiction.’11 
Unlike Grenville, who bows out of the debate, I offer a different way of conceptualising the 
issue. I argue that fiction writers and historians can enter a dialogue, rather than jogging 
along adjacently or attempting to bump each other off the tracks, as Clendinnen fears. I focus 
specifically on the field of oral history because, as I argue in the following sections, this 
discipline shares particular concerns with fiction writers, most specifically an interest in 
exploring subjectivity.  
 
Oral history scholarship has long engaged with the problematic nature of interviewees’ 
interpretations of the past.12 The issues of memory, narrative construction of the past and 
subjectivity are the focus of many of the debates in the field. Likewise, historical fiction 
problematises how writers and storytellers construct representations of the past. Jerome de 
Groot states that ‘the very mode of imaginative writing about history demonstrates 
the...subjective ways in which we know, engage with, and understand the past.’13 In the next 
section, I demonstrate that oral history has proved a fertile space for attempts to understand 
the act of oral storytelling through multiple symbolic languages in diverse disciplines.  
 
Oral history as interdisciplinary practice in Australia 
Thomson observes the interdisciplinary nature of oral history from the 1980s onwards.14 This 
interdisciplinarity is generally accepted, although occasionally sits uncomfortably in oral 
history’s traditional historiographical framework. In a paper presented in 1983 and re-
published in the Oral History Review in 2007, Willa Baum states that: 
The primary purpose and use of oral history is the collection and preservation of 
historically significant information for the use by future and present students in 
interpreting and writing history.15 
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Similarly, Beth Robertson, in her textbook advocated by the OHAA, positions oral history 
within historiography.16 
 
However, the interdisciplinary focus of oral history practice in Australia in recent years is 
apparent. Increasingly, arts-based approaches are being documented alongside traditional 
historiographical ones in Australian oral history journals and at conferences.  For example, 
Marie-Louise Anderson’s paper ‘Travelling to Unknown Places: Oral History and Art,’ 
considers her practice-led research, which is informed by oral histories.17 Anderson is an 
installation artist who has worked with a number of interviewees in Tasmania, Norfolk 
Island, South Africa and South Korea. In her paper, Anderson explains that her interest in 
oral histories is not always in the facts. Rather, she is concerned with the experiential aspects 
of the interview, in order to imbue her works with a deeper emotional and thematic 
authenticity.  
 
Jen Brown is an artist interested in using oral histories in her new media installations. Her 
paper presented at the 2009 OHAA conference, demonstrated her desire to capture, in her 
artwork, the discourses, present in oral histories, of a particular time: the War on Terror.18 
The conference also hosted a performance of Stella Kent’s play New Tasmanians. The play 
was based on oral histories of Tasmanian migrants. The work was a vivid and compelling re-
enactment of the hope, anxiety and ambivalence felt by migrants travelling to a new country 
and encouraged an empathetic response from the audience.  
 
At the 2011 OHAA conference, held in Melbourne in October, an entire panel was dedicated 
to ‘Creative Approaches to Documenting Lives’ (session 3b, Friday 7 October 2011). I 
presented a paper on this panel, documenting how I explored family memories in fiction19, 
alongside Dr Janis Wilton, who presented a paper describing how she worked with artist 
Fiona Davies to produce a traditional history and art exhibition documenting the past 
functions of the current Maitland Regional Art Gallery, drawn from oral histories,20 and 
Jessica Tyrrell, who presented a paper on creating new media outputs constructed from oral 




These examples demonstrate the shift away from traditional uses of oral history interviews in 
Australian oral history scholarship. In such contexts, oral histories are not valued so much for 
their factual content but as sources that are at once dynamic, evolving, emotionally and 
culturally authentic, and ambiguous. However, these interdisciplinary practices are often 
marginal because of oral history’s roots in historigraphical practice, which gives rise to the 
kind of objections Clendinnen articulates around these ‘fictive’ forms’ capacity to document 
the past. Interdisciplinary approaches thus offer additional interpretative possibilities rather 
than replace current practices. It is within this interdisciplinary context that it can be argued 
that fiction writers can enter a dialogue with oral history scholarship in Australia.  
 
The term ‘re-presentation’ has been used by a number of researchers to describe how they, as 
author or artist, alter oral history interviews to produce creative products. For example, 
Corrine Glesne22 and Laurel Richardson23 both describe how they re-present oral histories as 
poems; Mo Pei Kwan re-presents oral narratives as visual ones24; and Marie-Louise 
Anderson re-represents oral histories as art installations.25 This term encompasses the way 
these artists feel bound, in some respects, to conform to certain restraints imposed by the 
interviews, while at the same time editing, altering or transposing the interview into a 
different symbolic language. This notion of re-presentation is key to understanding fiction’s 
place within the oral history project. As I demonstrate in the next section, fiction writers, such 
as Terry Whitebeach, who claim to re-present oral histories feel bound to present a story with 
close ties to the original oral history interview, while at the same time imaginatively 
responding to it. 
 
Fiction and oral history in Australia 
Many fiction writers may use interviews as inspiration for their work. For example, M. J. 
Hyland’s novel This is How26 is based on a transcript of an interview she read in Tony 
Parker’s Life After Life.27 However, the extent to which their writing is constrained by the 
qualities of the interview is often not explicit. One example of an Australian writer re-
presenting oral histories with a concern for the retaining the vocal qualities of the interview is 
Dr Terry Whitebeach.28 Whitebeach, in collaboration with her son, Mick Brown, wrote a 
novel, Bantam,29 and a radio play about the process of putting the book together, called 
Bantam, a real book by Mick Brown and Terry Whitebeach.30 The novel offers a fictionalised 
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account of Brown’s life in rural Tasmania, which he described to Whitebeach over the 
telephone.  
 
Whitebeach, former editor of the OHAA Journal, published a paper in the 2010 issue of the 
journal, titled ‘Place and People: Stories by and of Unemployed Youth in Australia.’ Here, 
Whitebeach uses the term ‘transmuted’ to describe her process of collecting, transcribing and 
transforming Brown’s story into literature. The fact Whitebeach chose to publish her article 
in an oral history journal seems to signal her concern with linking her writing practice to 
discussions about oral history in Australia. In the article, Whitebeach documents the reasons 
she turned to fiction as a means to tell Brown’s story. When Whitebeach’s adolescent son, 
unemployed because of an injury and living in a rural town, attempted suicide for the second 
time, she began searching for strategies to stay in contact. She knew Brown’s oral storytelling 
skills were powerful. Brown ‘was and is an excellent raconteur,’ Whitebeach states.31 
However, his time in school left him lacking the confidence to write literature.32 Whitebeach 
conceived of the idea of recording his conversations and transmuting his stories into fiction. 
Bantam is filled with textual markers that are reminiscent of a male adolescent’s spoken 
voice. For example: 
The first thing that Mick decides is that he wants to live on his own for a while. He 
hitches into town to see if he can line up one of Brian Little’s picker’s huts. 
‘Dunno,’ Brian Little says, unenthusiastically, ‘but I’ll see what I can do fer you, 
laddie.’ And he turns away, hawking and spitting. 
Mick is pissed off. Dirty old miser’s only got about fifty huts. You think he could 
spare one.33 
In this extract, the text is peppered with slang words indicative of a distinct vocabulary, such 
as ‘hitches,’ ‘line up’ and ‘pissed off.’ The use of the ‘and’ to begin the sentence in the 
second paragraph mimics common speech habits, such as interlinking phrases and sentence 
fragments. The second sentence in the third paragraph shifts from third person into Mick’s 
interior monologue, and the reader hears his thoughts apparently unmediated by a narrator. 
These writing strategies indicate Whitebeach’s intention to closely mimick Mick’s 
vocabulary, attitudes and point of view. Importantly, both Brown’s and Whitebeach’s name 
appear as author’s of the text, indicating the collaborative nature of the enterprise, and 
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Brown’s identification of the work as representative—if not directly—of the stories he told 
his mother.  
 
However, both acknowledge a process of fictionalisation took place. In Bantam, Whitebeach 
and Brown ‘conceal the name and exact location of the town [where Brown lives], and made 
composite characters from real people.’34 Whitebeach turned to fiction both as a collaborative 
healing process and: 
In order to stand witness to a community’s memory and experience and also to ensure 
that particular individuals not be shamed–a dialogue which includes the conflicting 
accounts, attitudes, opinions and versions whose effective coexistence is essential to 
maintaining co-operative interdependence in small island communities.35 
Here Whitebeach identifies one way in which fiction can enter a dialogue with the oral 
history project: by giving interviewees anonymity so they need not be ‘shamed.’ Implicit in 
Whitebeach’s argument is that individuals may feel shame as a result of having their name 
associated with the stories they tell, which could be contested when published publically. 
Thus fiction’s anonymity allows writers to tell their stories in a way that would not otherwise 
be acceptable.  
 
Penny Russell, in her review of Thomson’s Moving Stories: An Intimate History of Four 
Women across Two Continents36 (hereafter referred to as Moving Stories), recognises the 
complex process of negotiation oral historians must engage in when claiming to directly 
represent their interviewee’s subjective experience. Russell asks: ‘How does a male academic 
historian represent the life story of four women, on their own terms, without resigning his 
own critical or analytical faculties…?’37 As Paul Thompson warns, ‘history should not 
merely comfort; it should provide a challenge.’38 In Moving Stories, Thomson frequently 
(and I believe successfully) navigates the tensions between the ethical imperative to affirm 
the women’s life stories, and social history’s mandate to challenge or re-interpret them. 
Although, as Russell acknowledges, Thomson does steer clear of the potential pitfalls, there 
are moments when ‘it’s a close run thing,’ and Thomson adopts ‘the tone of an anxious host 
at an ill assorted party.’39 Thomson must negotiate between the social historian’s compulsion 
to produce an account that is analytical and challenging, and the ethical constraint to write in 




As Whitebeach’s discussion demonstrates, fiction can offer one means to navigate this 
tension. While this approach may not be pertinent in some projects, it is possible that, as an 
author of fiction does not claim to directly represent the subject, they can tell stories that may 
otherwise be contested, while still drawing on the oral history interview. In other words, 
creating fictional characters based on interviewees’ stories allows for more space to present 
conflicting accounts and explore the act of narrating a story, while at the same time creating 
an account that can be transmitted to readers. Fiction thus becomes a space for exploring the 
nature of subjective perception without the requirement of representing an actual person.  
 
In other contexts, researchers have used fiction as a means to present contentious issues in a 
manner acceptable to both participants and readers. For example, Heather Piper and Pat 
Sikes, in Researching Sex and Lies in the Classroom, use ‘composite’ fictions as a way of 
ensuring participant anonymity.40 Piper and Sikes interviewed teachers who had been 
accused of sexual misconduct, but were later cleared of all charges. Piper and Sikes felt that 
the people who had agreed to participate could not be adequately protected by standard 
strategies of pseudonyms.41 They fictionalised the accounts given, ‘creating characters, 
contexts and setting, inventing dialogue and crafting plots,’ but at the same time they did not 
make up anything directly related to their research question: the experiences and perceptions 
of the allegations of abuse.42  
 
In these instances, fiction has offered a means to re-present interpretations of oral history that 
would be troublesome, even unethical, if the author claimed they were purely factual. As 
Thomson’s Moving Stories demonstrates, nonfiction representations of life stories must be 
negotiated with the interviewee. Because fiction does not claim to directly relate to the oral 
history, there is space to imaginatively explore possible representations, and in doing so 
dimensionalise rather than reduce the interpretative possibilities.  
 
Outside of Australia, it has been argued that fiction can enter a dialogue with oral history 
scholarship in other ways. In their paper, Katrina Narratives: What can Creative Writers Tell 
us about Oral History, American researchers Anna Hirsch and Clare Dixon argue that 
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creative writers can engage with debates in oral history because their training shares a similar 
concern with narrative structure of oral stories. Hirsch and Dixon state: 
 In the face of a world that is outrageously complex…we must, acting as 
creative writers, operate as a magnifying glass and work to bring into sharp 
focus (if, therefore, also slightly distorted like any discipline distorts its object 
of study) the nuts and bolts of an authentic, though fictional, human story vis-
à-vis narrative structure.43 
Although Hirsch and Dixon seek to ‘springboard a larger conversation’ about how creative 
thinking and storytelling could shed light on both interviewees’ and oral historians’ acts of re-
telling the past,44 their call has gone largely unanswered in the oral history community; even 
though it was peer reviewed, and appeared in a prominent and credible oral history journal, 
The Oral History Review, to my knowledge I am the only researcher who has cited it.  
 
However, opportunities for researchers from the creative writing discipline to explore oral 
histories are increasing in Australia. In 2011, for the first time, the Oral History Association 
of Australia’s conference Communities of Memory, included in the call for papers the sub-
theme ‘Memory Work in Creative and Fictional Writing.’45  
 
Although the oral history project’s acceptance of interdisciplinary approaches has opened up 
a space for writers of fiction to engage in discussion with oral history theory, the debate is in 
its infancy. While, as I have documented above, writers and researchers have identified 
fiction as a means to offer anonymity to interviewees who may be ‘shamed’, as Whitebeach 
has it, by direct representation, I argue that there is perhaps another way that fiction can enter 
a dialogue with oral history in Australia: as a space to explore subjective experience. In the 
next section, I argue that some writers of realist/historical fiction and oral historians share a 
interest in subjective experience as a means to construct the past. I document how this 
concern may be explored in fiction by turning to oral history and fiction theory and my own 
practice.  
 
Oral history interviews as subjective experience 
Thomson identifies a paradigm transformation in oral history as ‘the development, from the 
late 1970s of the post-positivist approaches to memory and subjectivity.’46 Thomson observes 
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how, as a result of new understandings arising from post-positivism, ‘oral historians turned 
criticism of the unreliability of oral history on their head by arguing that…oral history’s 
strength was the subjectivity of memory,’ because it ‘provided clues not only about the 
meanings of historical experience, but also the relationship between past and present, 
between memory and personal identity and between individual and collective memory.’47 
Robertson echoes this sentiment, arguing that ‘many researchers have come to appreciate that 
truth in oral history is not always found in factual accuracy.’48  
 
These ‘truths’ may lie in the fact that the oral history interview is a source created in the 
present, which seeks to narrate the past. In this way, the interview is ‘evidence of the ways in 
which history lives on in the present.’49 Alessandro Portelli argues that ‘the unique and 
precious element which oral sources force upon the historian, and which no other sources 
possess in equal measure (except literary ones) is the speaker’s subjectivity.’50 It is thus the 
interviewees’ act of narration, of making sense of the past, which is one of their key values. 
In this way, ‘interviewees are their own historians, capable of elaborate and sometimes 
confusing methods of constructing and narrating their own histories.’51  
 
This approach emphasises the importance of ‘language and story in the formation of the 
connection between individual experience and collective behaviour.’52 Embedded in this 
discussion is a concern with subjective experience. Thomson adds, quoting Daniel James, 
that the importance of remembering lies in its embodiment in cultural practices such as 
storytelling.53   
 
The place of character: fiction and subjectivity in the oral history interview 
Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle argue that ‘fundamental to a work of fiction is the 
requirement of character...The form privileges character as the means through which to tell 
the story (plot).’54 Fiction shares the oral history project’s emphasis on subjectivity because 
of the ways character operates in fiction. I argue that realist fiction’s requirement of a life-like 
character can offer a means of understanding the complex ways fictional characters can 




E M Forster states that, in fiction, characters can be flat or round.55 A flat character, usually 
used for comedic purposes, such as many of Charles Dickens’, is one that demonstrates only 
a few characteristics and can be summed up in a few words. A round character has 
complexity, ambiguity and sometimes behaves in a contradictory manner. They are capable 
of ‘surprising in a convincing way.’56 Realist fiction often requires life-like, and therefore 
round, characters. Bennett and Royle, like Forster, argue that, to be life-like, a character 
should have a number of different traits—qualities which may be conflicting or contradictory; 
the character’s words and actions should appear to originate in multiple impulses.57 Forster’s 
requirement for characters to be convincing results in the need for ‘these tensions and 
contradictions to cohere to a single identity.’58 A character’s credibility, and their capacity to 
engage the reader, lies in the tension between the contradictions and the need for coherence.59  
 
Fiction’s capacity to show characters that are at once contradictory, and at the same have a 
coherent sense of identity, closely reflects storytelling acts in oral history interviews. Robyn 
Fivush and Catherine Haden argue that ‘ways in which any given individual constructs a life 
narrative [in oral histories] are influenced by larger cultural frameworks available for 
understanding what a self is.’60 In unpacking this assertion, it is possible to document the 
ways fiction’s emphasis on character can explore how self is constructed in oral histories. 
 
Firstly, embedded in Fivush and Haden’s statement is the assumption that life narratives are a 
means of constructing self. In the telling of life narratives in the oral history interview, 
interviewees attempt to recall and articulate the complexity and contradictions of their lived 
experience, and their own motivations, attitudes and interpretations, while at the same time 
presenting a coherent representation of themselves as individuals. Fiction can mimic this 
process of ‘telling self’ through narrative by presenting life-like characters that are at once 
contradictory and coherent; despite their changing motivations, desires and actions 
throughout the text, there is always a unified ‘I’. 
 
Secondly, Fivish and Haden indentify that life narratives are drawn from larger cultural 
frameworks that dictate what an identity is. Fiction, as Stephan Greenblatt identifies, is also 
shaped by these wider cultural frameworks.61 At the same time, fiction has the capacity to 
influence notions of self. Bennett and Royle describe this interaction as the paradox of 
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character: ‘people in books are like real people who are in turn like people in books.’62 
Bennett and Royle state that ‘to know a person...involves understanding a mask...this 
suggests that there is a complex, destabilising and perhaps undecidable interweaving of the 
real and the fictional: our lives, our real lives, are governed and directed by the stories we 
read, write and tell ourselves.’63  
 
Fictional narrative’s capacity to influence oral history interviews has been demonstrated by 
Thomson in his seminal article on ANZAC memories. Thomson observes that when 
interviewing ex-ANZAC servicemen, ‘some men related scenes from [the movie] Gallipoli as 
if they were their own.’64 This finding demonstrates the way fiction influences life narrative, 
and at the same time, fictional narratives have the capacity to represent lived experience in 
ways that are meaningful to those who internalise them.   
 
Fiction’s ability to represent ‘life-like’ characters offers one means to mimic or enact an 
individual’s construction of self in an oral history interview, and to analyse the cultural 
frameworks that shape those constructions, alongside other modes of narrative analysis. The 
individual and collective constructions cannot be separated, but operate dialogically, each one 
co-dependent, and informing the other. Fiction can demonstrate the paradox of character: in 
reading and writing stories, writers can explore the ways in which cultural and fictional 
frameworks at once shape the way we see identity, and enact the complexity and 
contradictions of characters/people while attempting to achieve an effect of unity, which is 
expected in cultural and fictional narratives.   
 
My own writing 
As I document in a conference paper I wrote in the initial stages of my developing my 
research project,65 it is essential that interviewees understand and are comfortable with the 
process of fictionalisation. After I describe my project to potential interviewees, I ask they to 
sign a consent form that licenses me to use their story in my creative work. I was careful to 
ensure that potential participants understood that they still retain the copyright of the stories 
told in the interview, and have only given me permission to re-present their stories in my 
fiction.  In addition, I gave participants copies of the audio and transcript of the interview 
(which they could correct), along with any accompanying ephemera I had gathered, such as 
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scanned photographs and newspaper articles. In one case, the participant’s family used this 
material to create a photobook to share with younger generations. While, unlike Whitebeach, 
I do not describe my work as collaborative, I do identify it as ‘informed by oral histories.’ 
This title indicates my concern with retaining in the creative work the vocal qualities of, and 
authentic details present in, the interview. Elsewhere, I have documented how, in my own 
practice, I draw on both oral history methodology and theory to capture and understand the 
interview.66 
 
After conducting the interviews, I set about transcribing them. I used Express Scribe software 
to support the transcription process. This software allowed me to upload the audio file, and 
play, stop, rewind and slow down the audio, using hot keys on the keyboard, as I typed the 
transcript. 
I felt I needed to fully transcribe rather than produce summaries, despite new trends 
towards cutting transcription costs and privileging audio technology in order to ‘alleviate 
some of the reliability and validity issues associated with written transcripts.’67  I fully 
transcribed the interviews because I was interested in the specific voice of the interviewee, 
which I would need to replicate in written rather than audio form. I wanted to be able to 
unpack the way the interviewees structured sentences and phrases, their vocabulary, their 
rhythms of speech and their values and attitudes revealed in their interpretation of life events. 
I found that transcribing the interview made me consider the interview in a different way. 
Instead of listening to the story for an overarching narrative and for missing details or 
incomplete stories that I should follow-up with further questions as I did in the face-to-face 
interview, I was paying attention to each sentence, to the words used and the way they were 
arranged. This close level engagement with the audio and transcript allowed me to build up 
an understanding of how I should construct voice in the fictive work.  
 
In the following extract from the historical novel emerging from my practice-led PhD, based 
on an oral history interview I conducted with a former Brisbane nurse, I create a character 
engaged in an act of attempting to narrate their past. In the interview, the interviewee 
describes a vivid memory: 
 
Question: Do you remember any cases you dealt with that stick in your mind? 
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Answer:  Not particularly. Oh well, the night they found, when the Centaur was sunk  
'cause they didn't find them until the following twenty-four hours after it was sunk. 
They were bought in and we were all hauled out of bed in the middle of the night to 
go down to the wards. Someone came and woke me up. I said, “I can't. I've had days 
without sleep on account of my burning the candle at both ends.”  
“Well you've got to get up because there's been some sort of a tragedy” and so up we 
got. That was in ‘42? ‘43? I don't know. I was a fairly junior nurse. I didn’t have a 
great deal to do with it. But we got quite a number of them in the surgical wards, of 
course.  
 
In the work of fiction, I develop this moment describes in the interviews into a scene, 
borrowing phrases and details from the transcript, in order to explore the narrator’s 
subjectivity. In this extract, the narrator, Judy, is telling the implied reader how she met her 
husband, Fred Devine: 
 
One night we were all hauled out of bed. Someone was shaking me and trying to get 
me to wake up. 
 I said, I can’t. I’ve had days without sleep, burning the candle at both ends.  
 The nurse who was shaking me said, You’ve simply got to. There’s been some kind 
of tragedy.  
 So I tumbled out of bed, and somehow managed to get myself into my uniform. 
Everyone was being sent off to their various wards, so I staggered off to surgical, but I 
seemed to have got my second wind up at that stage. It was absolute chaos down 
there, I can tell you. And in those days, it was a pretty bloody business, in surgical.  
 I said, Would someone mind telling me what’s going on?  
 There’s been a ship sunk, one nurse said. The Centaur.  
 They hadn’t started finding people until twenty-four hours after it was sunk and they 
were all being brought in. The Centaur was a hospital ship, of course, so there were 
fellas on her who were already pretty badly beat up. A lot of them had sunk with her. 
They wouldn’t have been able to swim and—have you ever seen plaster when it gets 
wet? Those in plaster casts would’ve sunk like stones. And, of course, the ship was in 
flames. There were a lot of them there in burns ward.  
 There was this one fella who was all in pieces. He should have been in plaster. 
 So I said, Look at you! How is it you’re not bandaged?  
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He said, Two nurses were changing my bandages. We heard two terrific explosions. It 
took me a moment to realise what was happening, that we were going down. There 
was a lot of shouting. Everyone was being called to the decks and the nurses weren’t 
sure what to do. I was on this trolley so they wheeled me up too with all my bandages 
around me and managed to get me on a raft, which was then lowered to the water. But 
the nurses, they didn’t ever get on with me. I don’t— 
 I said, Yes, yes, but I must rush on. Which was true, you know. I just left him there.  
 We heard later, of course, that all but one of the nurses had died. They made a terrible 
hoo-ha about it. 
 In the morning, I was bathing one of the fellas who’d come in off the Centaur and he 
grabbed me by the arm and he pointed to the fella who’d spoken to me the night 
before and he said, See that bloke? 
 I said, Yes. 
 He said, If it weren’t for him, I’d be dead.  
 I said, Is that right? 
 He said, It is. He hauled me up onto the raft with him. I’d put my hands out, I was 
grabbing at anything so I could get myself into the boat and I grabbed onto his legs 
and hauled myself up, him helping me all the time. It was only afterwards I realised, 
you see. About his legs. He didn’t say anything, but I seen him this morning with all 
the plaster and I thought, cripes! But he kept pulling people out of the water until the 
raft was as full as a goog. 
 So that’s how I met Fred Devine. 
 
In this extract, I show the narrator in an act of re-interpretation. The reader has a sense that 
she made a decision about Fred Devine in the first scene—that perhaps he was a coward 
because he let the nurses die—that is never explicitly stated but implied through her action of 
dismissing him. She assures the reader she was very busy, and this assurance makes us 
wonder if she is ‘protesting too much.’ Judy is presented as engaging with cultural narratives 
about heroism, and these shape her interpretations and expectations of others.  
 
In the second scene, after she hears the other soldier’s story, she changes her mind, names 
Fred for the first time, and allows herself to consider him a man worthy of her interest. 
Although the narrator never explicitly states she changed her mind, the reader infers this. In 
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this way, Judy is established as a fallible narrator, and her act of narrating self is rendered 
suspicious. This complex representation of character allows readers to at once empathise with 
her while still being aware of the artificiality of her attempts to narrate the past.  
 
Michael Frisch notes ‘how experience, memory, and history become combined in, and 
digested by, people who are the bearers of their own history.’68 In this extract, I explore this 
notion by representing a narrators’ subjectivity in telling her own life story. It is impossible to 
argue that this is a superior way of representing subjectivity to nonfiction forms. Rather, I use 
my own writing to demonstrate the shared concerns of oral historians and fiction writers, and 
that both practices can operate in a dialogue. Fiction may provide a space to explore and 
enact oral storytelling, particularly because there is no requirement to directly represent the 
interviewee, while at the same time, my fiction is enriched by theoretical notions around 
subjectivity arising from oral history scholarship.   
 
Conclusion 
The debate around fiction and history is a long-standing one. In this article, I turn to theory in 
oral history scholarship to demonstrate that fiction writers and oral historians have a shared 
interest in understanding subjectivity. I argue that fiction’s requirement of life-like characters 
means that fiction writers can enter a dialogue with theory around acts of narrating the past; 
that fiction is at once enriched by oral history theory and offers a space to enact subjective 
interpretations of the past. 
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